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Development Systems in Charter Networks



Effective K-12 evaluators treat observation not as a data 

collection event but as the opening move in a coaching 

conversation. They arrive with a clear instructional focus tied 

to school-wide priorities and leave with specific, evidence-

based feedback connected to what the educator is working 

on. Frequency and follow-through matter more than formality. 

A short observation paired with a same-day conversation 

consistently outperforms an annual formal evaluation with a 

delayed write-up.

Effective evaluators also operate with a systems lens. They track 

patterns across classrooms and roles, noticing when a common 

instructional gap points to a professional learning need rather 

than an individual performance issue. When leaders make 

observation trends visible across teams, rather than keeping 

evaluation data siloed in a form, feedback loops tighten, support 

becomes more equitable, and the evaluation process earns the 

credibility it needs to actually change practice.
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Executive Summary
Charter leaders are under pres-

sure to do something diffi-

cult and increasingly urgent: 

strengthen instructional quality, 

support educator growth, and 

meet rising accountability demands 

without overwhelming 

already-stretched school 

teams. According to the 

National Alliance for Public 

Charter Schools, public 

charter schools now serve 

nearly 3.8 million students 

across 8,150 

schools 

and cam-

puses, which means the 

quality of staff evalu-

ation and development 

systems has real conse-

quences at scale.

Too often, however, staff evaluation 

remains a compliance exercise rather 

than a growth strategy. In that model, 

organizations collect documentation but 

struggle to turn it into action. Leaders 

spend time managing rubrics, forms, 

timelines, and reporting require-

ments, while educators  

experience feedback as episodic, 

generic, or disconnected from 

meaningful support. The result 

is predictable: too much admin-

istrative drag, too little shared vis-

ibility, and not enough follow-through.

That problem lands in 

a profession already 

carrying heavy strain. 

RAND reported in 

2024 that teachers 

work an average of 53 

hours per week and 

experience frequent 

job-related stress or 

burnout at roughly 

twice the rate of similar working adults. 

OECD’s TALIS findings for the United States found 

that only 50% of teachers said recent profes-

sional learning had a positive impact on their 

teaching, while 67% cited lack of time and 

59% cited schedule conflicts as 

barriers. In other words, school 

systems do not just need more 

professional development. 

They need evaluation, coach-

ing, and learning systems 

that are coherent enough 

to matter.

“School systems do not  

just need more professional  

development. They need 

evaluation, coaching, and 

learning systems coherent 

enough to matter.”

3.8M Students  
Serviced by Public  

Charter Schools

8,150 Charter  
Schools & Campuses   

Nationwide
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The strongest research points in that di-

rection. The Learning Policy Institute’s review 

of 35 rigorous studies found that effec-

tive professional learning 

is content-focused, 

active, collaborative, 

modeled, coached, 

reflective, and sus-

tained over time. An 

Institute of Education 

Sciences evaluation like-

wise found that five structured 

cycles of video-based coaching improved 

student English language arts achievement, 

reinforcing the value of repeated, targeted 

feedback over one-off training.

The argument of this paper 

is straightforward: charter 

networks are more likely to 

improve instructional con-

sistency, strengthen staff 

development, and reduce 

administrative drag when they 

design evaluation as part of a connected 

growth system rather than treating it as 

a stand-alone compliance process. That 

means linking observations, feedback, 

coaching, professional learning, and lead-

ership visibility in ways that are practical, 

human-centered, and adaptable across 

schools, roles, and states.

The Charter Challenge is a 
Systems Challenge
Charter organizations operate in envi-

ronments where complexity is normal, 

not exceptional. Multi-campus networks 

often work across different authorizers, 

state requirements, school models, and 

staff roles. Even smaller charter organiza-

tions face the same underlying question: 

how can they maintain quality, consisten-

cy, and support without burying leaders 

in fragmented processes?

The answer is rarely found in a single 

rubric or annual evaluation cycle. The 

deeper issue is system design. When 

evaluation is disconnected from coaching, 

professional learning, and decision-mak-

ing, it becomes an administrative check-

point. When it is connected to those 

functions, it becomes part of the organi-

zation’s operating system for staff growth.

When  

evaluation is discon-

nected from coaching, 

professional learning, and 

decision-making, it becomes 

an administrative  

checkpoint.

Charter network environment — complexity is normal, not exceptional

State reqs.
Multiple, varying

Authorizers
Different expectations

School models
Varied approaches

Staff roles
Across campuses

Network hub
Quality · consistency

support
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As Rachel Goodwin, Senior 

Director of Academic Ser-

vices at Stride, Inc., put it, “In 

a network environment, you’re 

often juggling multiple states, 

different authorizers, and dif-

ferent expectations for staff. 

Without the right systems, leaders spend 

more time managing logistics than support-

ing instruction.”

That distinction matters because workforce 

conditions are already fragile. Research 

suggests that teachers benefit not only from 

support, but from environments where 

professional judgment is trusted and lead-

ership structures feel meaningful. OECD’s 

TALIS 2024 results show that 

teachers who report 

greater instruction-

al autonomy and 

stronger opportu-

nities to contribute 

to school leadership 

also report higher job 

satisfaction and lower 

stress in most education 

systems. That does not mean accountability 

should be loosened. It means accountability 

works better when it is paired with agency, 

clarity, and support.

For charter leaders, this is the strategic 

shift: the goal is not to reduce expecta-

tions. The goal is to design systems that 

make high expectations usable.

Why Traditional Evalua-
tion Systems Fall Short
In many schools and networks, staff 

evaluation was built to satisfy exter-

nal requirements first and 

improve practice second. 

That legacy still shapes how 

systems are experienced. 

Processes are often frag-

mented across tools, 

roles, and timelines. 

High

Low

Low HighAgency

Ac
co

un
ta

bi
lit

y

Burnout risk
High demands, low trust

 Thriving
High expectations +

professional judgment trusted

Disengagement
Low stakes, low ownership

Drift
Freedom without direction

“
Accountability  

works better when it  

is paired with agency,  

clarity, and support.
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Reporting is backward-looking. Professional 

development planning happens separate-

ly from classroom evidence. And because 

leaders cannot easily see 

patterns across schools or 

roles, support becomes 

reactive.

Dr. Amy Mount, Direc-

tor of Curriculum & 

Instruction at Gateway 

Regional School District, 

captured that challenge di-

rectly, stating, “Many systems capture infor-

mation, but they don’t connect it. Leaders end 

up with data in multiple places, which makes 

it hard to see patterns or follow through in 

meaningful ways.” She added, “When systems 

aren’t aligned, leaders spend more time man-

aging processes than supporting staff, and 

that’s where momentum gets lost.”

That is the core problem. Evaluation systems 

fall short not because leaders lack commit-

ment, but because too many systems were 

never designed to convert evidence into 

action.

Goodwin made the same point from a 

network perspective, sharing, “When 

leaders don’t have visibility into trends, 

across schools, roles, or regions, it’s hard 

to be proactive. Growth becomes reac-

tive instead of intentional.”

A growth-centered system has to do 

more than record activity. It has to help 

leaders see patterns, act earlier, and 

connect feedback to support.

Redefining the Purpose  
of Evaluation
If evaluation is meant only to document 

performance, then annual forms and 

compliance workflows may be enough. 

But if evaluation is meant to improve 

teaching, strengthen feedback, guide 

coaching, inform professional learning, 

and create network-wide visibility, then 

it has to function differently.

A growth-centered model treats evalu-

ation as infrastructure. It is not an iso-

lated process. It is the connective tissue 

Fragmented tools
data in multiple places

Backward-looking
reporting, not action

Separated PD
no classroom link

No pattern visibility
across schools or roles

Reactive support
campus by campus

Momentum lost
process over people

Systems fall short not because leaders lack commitment —
but because they were never designed to convert evidence into action

Data captured, not connected Usable leadership visibility

Observations Coaching notes

PD records Ratings

No shared view of patterns

Observations

Coaching

PD + ratings

Leader view
patterns visible

“  

Many systems 

capture information, but 

they don’t connect it. 

—Dr. Amy Mount
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between what leaders observe, what ed-

ucators hear, what schools prioritize, and 

what development re-

sources are  

deployed.

Goodwin explained, 

“When improve-

ment is treated 

as something that 

happens all year, through 

coaching conversations, feedback loops, 

and shared expectations, it stops feeling 

like an event and starts feeling like the way 

we do our work.”

Iman Alattar, Senior Manager, Academic 

Learning Strategy & Leader Coaching at 

Stride, Inc., underscored that when ac-

countability is framed the wrong way, the 

whole model can break down. Systems are 

experienced differently when evaluation is 

framed as support rather than surveillance. 

“Continuous improvement only sticks 

when teachers see themselves reflected 

in the process. If the system feels generic 

or disconnected from their reality, it won’t 

matter how well designed it is,” she stated. 

“Educators want feedback that helps them 

get better, not systems that feel punitive. 

When accountability is paired with coach-

ing and support, it actually strengthens 

retention instead of hurting it.”

That is the real shift. The question is not 

whether charter organizations should eval-

uate. The question is whether evaluation 

will function as a compliance ritual or as a 

practical engine for development.

Four Design Principles for 
Charter Networks

Principle 1: Define common guardrails 
while protecting local flexibility

One of the hardest tasks in a charter 

network is deciding what must be consis-

tent and what can vary. Dr. Meredith Ross, 

Senior Director of Student Assessment & 

Accountability at Charter Schools USA, 

framed the issue clearly. “Every state and 

authorizer has different expectations, and 

those differences don’t disappear when 

“  

Continuous improve-

ment only sticks when  

teachers see themselves  

reflected in the process. 

—Iman Alattar

Evaluation
connective tissue

not an isolated process

What leaders observe
classroom evidence

What educators hear
feedback and reflection

What schools prioritize
shared focus areas

Dev. resources
deployed where needed

Compliance ritual Engine for development

Purpose Document performance

Timing Annual event

Output Forms and ratings

Feel Surveillance

Purpose Improve teaching

Timing Continuous, all year

Output Action and growth

Feel Support
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you centralize,” she shared. “The challenge 

is honoring those requirements without  

creating a completely different process for 

every school.” 

Many organizations treat standardization 

and consistency as the same thing. They are 

not. In practice, networks need common 

guardrails, not rigid uniformity.

That leads to a simple but powerful design 

principle: centralize the expectations, 

not every local expression of them. Net-

works should be explicit about what is 

non-negotiable, such as core instructional 

expectations, feedback standards, and the 

overall purpose of evaluation. At the same 

time, they should allow schools room to 

adapt workflows, forms, or rubrics where 

authorizer and state requirements demand 

it. Guardrails create coherence. Thoughtful 

flexibility preserves legitimacy.

Principle 2: Make data usable, visible, 
and shared

Data only matters when it changes deci-

sions. Ross put it this way, “Leaders don’t 

need more data; they need the right data. 

What matters most is being able to see 

patterns across schools and roles, not just 

individual scores. When leaders can identify 

trends, they can provide targeted 

Four design principles for charter networks

01

Common guardrails,
local flexibility

Centralize expectations, not every expression

02

Data usable,
visible, and shared

Patterns across schools, not just scores

03

Evaluation tied to
professional learning

PD driven by evidence, not availability

04

Simplify operations
to protect leader time

Complexity centralized, not distributed

Local flexibility — adapts to authorizer + state requirements

Non-negotiables
Core instructional expectations

Feedback standards · Purpose of eval.

Coherence and shared language

Rubric
adaptations

Workflow
variations

Guardrails create coherence · Thoughtful flexibility preserves legitimacy
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coaching and professional learning instead 

of reacting campus by campus.”

This is a crucial distinction. Many organi-

zations have data, but fewer have usable 

visibility. Leaders need to be able to see 

common growth areas, emerging gaps, 

inconsistent rating patterns, and whether 

support is actually reaching the places that 

need it most. When that visibility exists, 

evaluation becomes less about isolated 

documentation and more about leadership 

intelligence.

Mount underscored why that matters, 

stating, “Creating shared visibility made 

a bigger difference than we expected. 

When leaders have access to the same 

information, conversations become more 

consistent, and support becomes more 

equitable.”

In practice, this means building reporting 

and review habits around questions like 

these:

•	 Where are the common instructional 

growth areas across schools?

•	 Which roles are receiving timely feedback?

•	 Where are coaching cycles stalling?

•	 Which schools show strong completion 

but weak evidence of growth? 

When leaders can answer those questions 

clearly, evaluation stops being a record-

keeping exercise and starts becoming a 

tool for better decisions.

Principle 3: Connect evaluation directly 
to professional learning

Professional learning often fails for a 

simple reason: it is designed too far away 

from classroom evidence.

As Alattar put it, “Too often, PD is designed 

around what’s available rather than what’s 

needed. Without clear data, learning ex-

periences become broad and generic, and 

teachers struggle to apply them in mean-

ingful ways.”

When data is visible, leaders can answer these questions

Where are the common
instructional growth areas?

across schools

Which roles are receiving
timely feedback?

across campuses

Where are coaching
cycles stalling?

follow-through check

Strong completion but
weak growth evidence?

quality check

Evaluation stops being recordkeeping — and starts driving better decisions

“Creating a shared visibility made a 

bigger difference than we expected. 

— Dr. Amy Mount
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The Learning Policy Institute’s review 

found that effective professional devel-

opment is most likely to work when it is 

content-focused, active, collaborative, 

coached, reflective, and sustained over 

time. In other words, better PD is rarely 

just more PD. It is more relevant,  

more connected, and more likely to 

change practice.

Mount made the 

same point from a 

systems perspec-

tive, sharing, “The 

key is making eval-

uation data usable. 

When leaders can 

easily see common 

growth areas, professional learning 

becomes targeted instead of generic.” 

When evaluation and professional learn-

ing operate in separate lanes, leaders 

end up guessing. When they are con-

nected, the organization can focus time 

and money where it is most likely to 

matter. When professional learning is 

relevant, timely, and clearly connected 

to educators’ day-to-day work, it not 

only strengthens practice but also signals 

meaningful investment in staff growth, 

which can support stronger retention  

over time.

Principle 4: Simplify operations to 
protect leadership time

Operational simplification is often treated 

as a secondary concern. It should not be. 

In practice, complexity competes directly 

with instructional 

leadership.

Disconnected 

systems pull leaders 

away from the 

people they are 

meant to support. 

Unmanaged varia-

tion across states 

and rubrics can overtake consistency if the 

system does not do enough of the heavy 

lifting. As Mount summed it up, “When 

systems aren’t aligned, leaders spend  

more time managing processes than sup-

porting staff.”

Ross made a similar point, stating, “If 

leaders are managing dozens of rubrics 

and forms, the system has to do the heavy 

lifting. Otherwise, complexity takes over 

and consistency gets lost.”

“Leaders don’t need more data; they 

need the right data. What matters 

most is being able to see patterns 

across schools and roles, not just  

individual scores.”

	 — Dr. Meredith Ross, Senior Director of Student Assess-

ment & Accountability, Charter Schools USA
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These are not just workflow complaints. 

They are leadership constraints. The broader 

lesson is that complexity should be central-

ized, not distributed across spreadsheets, 

reminders, disconnected workflows, and 

manual follow-up. Systems should reduce 

low-value friction so leaders can spend more 

time observing classrooms, calibrating ex-

pectations, giving feedback, and supporting 

growth.

In that sense, simplifying operations is not 

an administrative side project. It is part of 

the instructional strategy.

1 Define the non-negotiables
Shared expectations before standardizing every form or workflow

2 Build a usable source of truth
Evaluation, coaching, and PD must inform one another

3 Tie observations to support
Feedback leads to coaching, reflection, targeted development, follow-up

4 Measure transfer, not participation
Attendance ≠ impact · look for changes in practice

5 Roll out in phases and protect trust
Calibrate expectations · explain purpose · build social legitimacy

A Framework for Moving 
from Compliance to  
Continuous Improvement
For charter leaders looking to act on this 

work, five moves matter most.

1. Define the non-negotiables. 

Be explicit about what strong instruction, 

meaningful feedback, and staff growth 

should look like across the organization. Do 

this before trying to standardize every form 

or workflow. Coherence begins with shared 

expectations, not paperwork.

2. Build a usable source of truth. 

Evaluation, coaching, and professional learn-

ing do not need to sit in a single tool, but 

they do need to inform one another.  

Leaders should be able to see what is hap-

pening across schools and roles without 

assembling that story manually from discon-

nected systems.

“When improvement is treated as 

something that happens all year 

—through coaching conversations, 

feeback loops, and shared expec-

tations — it stops feeling like an 

event and starts feeling like the 

way we do our work.” 

— Rachel Goodwin, Senior Director of Aca-

demic Services, Stride, Inc.
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3. Tie observations to support. 

Feedback becomes more credible when it 

leads somewhere. Educators should be able 

to see how observations connect to coach-

ing, reflection, targeted development, and 

follow-up. Accountability without support 

eventually becomes noise.

4. Measure transfer, not participation. 

Attendance is not the same as impact. The 

real question is whether practice changes. 

Leaders should look for changes in observa-

tion evidence, feedback quality, consistency 

of ratings, and uptake of targeted instruc-

tional strategies.

Systems fail when technically functional but socially rejected

Phase 1
Calibrate expectations

Explain purpose

Phase 2
Support school teams
Build shared language

Phase 3
Educators see process

as designed to help

Growth-centered systems succeed when educators trust the process

5. Roll out in phases and protect trust. 

Systems fail when they are technically func-

tional but socially rejected. Leaders need 

time to calibrate expectations, support 

school teams, and explain the purpose of 

the work. Growth-centered systems succeed 

when educators can see that the process is 

designed to help them improve, not simply 

to monitor them.

Attendance is not the same as impact

Compliance signals

 PD attendance rates

 Observation completion

 Form submission dates

 Hours logged

shift to

Transfer signals

    Changes in observation evidence

    Consistency of ratings

    Feedback quality over time

    Uptake of targeted strategies
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Charter network continuous improvement system

Evaluation
connects everything

+ builds trust

Coaching

targeted cycles

Visibility

patterns, not scores

Observations

Professional learning

Accountability + agency + clarity + support = usable high expectations

Conclusion
The strongest charter organizations are not 

the ones with the most forms, the most 

dashboards, or the most tightly managed 

compliance calendars. They are the ones 

that turn accountability into a usable 

system for growth.

That requires a different design mindset. 

Evaluation cannot sit apart from coach-

ing, professional learning, and leadership 

visibility. It has to connect 

them. It has to help leaders 

see patterns, focus support, 

and reduce the friction that 

keeps schools trapped in 

reactive work. And it has to 

do all of that while honoring the real com-

plexity of charter environments: multiple 

campuses, varied authorizers, different 

staff roles, and uneven local conditions.

The good news is that the path is clearer 

than it often seems. Research points to the 

ingredients of effective professional learning 

and coaching. Practitioner experience points 

to the organizational conditions that make 

those practices usable: shared guardrails, 

local flexibility, common visibility, operation-

al simplicity, and trust. When those elements 

come together, evaluation stops being a com-

pliance event and starts becoming part of a 

continuous improvement system.

For charter leaders, that is the real opportu-

nity. Not to do more evaluation, but to build 

better systems around the evaluation work 

they already have to do.

Charter network continuous improvement system

Evaluation
connects everything

+ builds trust

Coaching

targeted cycles

Visibility

patterns, not scores

Observations

Professional learning

Accountability + agency + clarity + support = usable high expectations

More evaluation
forms · dashboards · compliance
calendars · administrative drag

Better systems
see patterns · focus support

reduce friction · enable growth

The goal is not to do more evaluation — but to build better systems around it

design shift
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